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Past research into the relationship between English proficiency test (EPT) scores 
and score profiles, such as the IELTS and the TOEFL, has shown that there is not 
always a clear relationship between those scores and students’ subsequent 
academic achievement. Information about students’ academic self-concept (ASC) 
may provide additional information that helps predict future academic success. 
Research has consistently shown a positive relationship between students’ ASC 
and subsequent academic achievement and educational attainment in both school 
and higher education settings. The purpose of the current study was to examine 
the relationship between the academic performance of international students and 
their language proficiency and academic self-concept as well as other 
characteristics related to academic success. The study focused on first year 
international students in undergraduate business programs at an English-medium 
university in Canada. The following information was collected about the student 
participants: grades in degree program courses, annual GPA, and EPT scores 
(including subscores). In addition, students completed an academic self-concept 
scale. To obtain additional information about success in first-year business 
courses, instructors in two required courses were interviewed about the academic 
and language requirements in their courses and the profile of successful students. 
Correlations between the students’ course grades, GPA, EPT scores, and ASC 
score were calculated. The instructor interviews were analyzed using a content 
analysis procedure. The findings from all data sources were triangulated and 
show that language ability, ASC, and other factors impact academic success 
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during the first year in a business program. The implications of these findings are 
discussed. 
Introduction 
English-medium universities around the world have seen tremendous growth in the 
number of international students in undergraduate or graduate degree programs. 
International student enrolment has grown from 83,000 in 2006 to 175,000 in Canada 
(Universities Canada, 2017), from 174,000 in 2002 to almost 300,000 in Britain 
(Universities UK, 2014), and to one million in 2015-2016 in the United States (John, 
2016). This represents up to 28% of the total student population in the case of Canadian 
graduate students (Universities Canada, 2014). Financial pressures are believed to cause 
this internationalization (Devos, 2003; Fischer, 2012; Marmolejo, 2010). However, 
there are concerns about this trend, particularly surrounding international students’ 
language proficiency during and at the end of their studies (Benzie, 2010; Friesen & 
Keeney, 2013; Hobbis, 2013; Müller, 2015) and the perceived decline of academic 
standards (Devos, 2003). With these concerns in mind, it is worth examining how 
international students fare during the first year of academic study at an English-medium 
university and which factors contribute to their academic success. 
Language proficiency and academic success 
A certain level of language proficiency is seen as a necessary requirement for academic 
success; therefore, institutions of higher education generally have English proficiency 
requirements for admission. The precise relationship between language proficiency and 
academic success is less clear, however.  
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TOEFL 
Research on the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) has shown mixed 
results. Some research on the paper-based TOEFL has found weak or no correlations 
between the test scores and subsequent academic success. Hill, Storch, and Lynch 
(1999) found students’ TOEFL scores to be weakly correlated (.287) with the students’ 
academic achievement as measured by course grades and to have weak predictive 
ability (R2 = .082) when they regressed the TOEFL score on Grade Point Average 
(GPA). Light, Xu, and Mossop (1987) reported an even lower correlation between 
TOEFL scores and GPA (.14). However, when examining this correlation by academic 
major, Light and colleagues found higher correlations between students’ GPA in social 
science (.22), education (.30), and public affairs (.30) than for students studying science 
or mathematics (.04). Interestingly, they also investigated the academic success of 
students who were admitted to university even though their TOEFL score was below the 
institutional cut-off score of 550. They found that these students’ GPAs were not 
significantly lower than those of students above the cut-score, suggesting that academic 
qualities other than language proficiency allowed these students with low scores to 
succeed despite limitations in language proficiency.  
The impact of academic discipline on the relationship between TOEFL scores 
and GPA was confirmed by Wait and Gressel (2009), with the TOEFL score being a 
better predictor of academic performance in non-engineering students than for 
engineering students. However, if those engineering students took courses in English, 
history, or social sciences, TOEFL scores were a stronger predictor for these students’ 
performance in those courses. Turning to graduate students, overall TOEFL scores have 
not been shown to predict whether students complete a master’s degree program (Van 
Nelson, Nelson, and Malone (2004). However, when the researchers split the students 
into two groups with either a high (above 3.5) or a low (below 3.5) GPA, TOEFL scores 
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could predict these two performance categories with 75 to 84% accuracy. Finally, Cho 
and Bridgeman (2012) found that although correlations between the TOEFL score and 
undergraduate and graduate students’ GPA were relatively small, expectancy graphs 
showed that the chance of obtaining a GPA in the top 25% increased twofold if students 
had TOEFL iBT scores in the top 25% range. In a follow-up study, Bridgeman, Cho, 
and DiPietro (2015) discovered complex relationships between students’ overall and 
subscores on the TOEFL and their GPA. When they grouped students according to 
certain factors, including students’ major and country of origin (Chinese or non-
Chinese), the correlations between students’ proficiency scores and their GPA 
increased.  
In sum, relationships between TOEFL scores and students’ overall GPA tend to 
be weak or non-existent. The strength of that relationship increases when examined by 
major or type of course, among other factors. 
IELTS  
Research into the relationship between students’ academic achievement and scores on 
the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) has shown similarly varied 
results. Some studies found weak, no, or even negative correlations between IELTS test 
scores and measures of academic achievements, such as students’ GPA (Arrigoni & 
Clark, 2010; Dooey & Oliver, 2002; Feast, 2002; Oliver, Vanderford, & Grote, 2012). 
Other studies found statistically significant relationships between IELTS test scores and 
students’ academic performance. Hill et al. (1999) found that IELTS scores overall only 
had a weak predictive ability on academic success (R2 = .082). When they divided 
students into groups based on their overall IELTS scores (6.0 / 6.5 / 7.0 / 7.5-8.5) to 
examine academic success for each group separately, the researchers discovered that for 
each group, the grade average was higher compared to the groups below. However, only 
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the academic achievement in the highest ability group (with overall IELTS scores 
between 7.5 and 8.5) was statistically significantly different from those of the three 
other groups. 
A third group of studies found significant correlations between certain IELTS 
subscores and measures of academic success. Woodrow (2006) found that both the 
overall IELTS score (.40) and the writing (.33), speaking (.39) and listening (.35) 
subscores were moderately correlated with students’ GPA. Especially in the first 
semester of study, Yen and Kuzma (2009) found moderate correlations between 
students’ overall IELTS scores (.46) as well as the listening (.45) and reading (.41) 
subscores and their GPA. Cotton and Conrow (1998) found moderate correlations 
between the reading (.36) and writing (.34) IELTS subscores and faculty assessments 
and students’ self-assessment, but not the students’ overall GPA. Kerstjens and Nery 
(2000) found moderate to low correlations between academic performance and the 
reading (.286) and writing (.25) subscores. In the multiple linear regression, however, 
only the reading subscore was a statistically significant predictor of students’ GPA, but 
language ability accounted for less than 10% of the variance in students’ GPA. 
Other measures of language ability 
In addition to research on language proficiency test scores and their relationship to 
students’ academic success, research has also investigated the relationship between 
other measures of language ability and academic success. Berman and Cheng (2001) 
discovered that students’ assessment of their perceived difficulties with English showed 
a statistically significant negative correlation with students’ GPA. Other studies 
investigated the relationship between results on institutional English placements tests 
and students’ GPA with mixed results: In Ghenghesh’s (2014) study, the two were 
correlated, whereas this was not the case in Lee and Greene’s (2007). However, like 
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Berman and Cheng (2001), Lee and Greene found that students’ self-evaluations of their 
course performance were moderately correlated to their performance on the English 
placement test. Finally, English as a second language (ESL) status students have been 
found to have lower GPAs than their non-ESL counterparts although, in general, 
English language proficiency test scores do have the capacity to ensure students have 
reached a proficiency level that is sufficient to ensure their ability to study at an English 
medium institution (Eddey & Baumann, 2009). 
In sum, based on previous research, it is difficult to discern clear trends 
regarding the relationship between students’ language ability as evidenced by English 
proficiency test (EPT) scores and measures of academic performance, such as students’ 
GPA. This seems to suggest that language proficiency is only one of the factors that 
contributes to students’ academic success. Students’ perception of their language ability 
was also identified as an important factor in some studies, which points to academic 
self-concept as a factor worth exploring. 
Academic self-concept and academic achievement 
Academic self-concept (ASC) is related to the personal perception of the self in the 
academic domain and is generally measured through self-report data. Research into 
ASC has attempted to uncover the relationship between ASC and academic 
achievement. In a comprehensive meta-analysis, Huang (2011) grouped previous 
research on self-concept and academic achievement into four groups, each of which 
represents a different viewpoint of the causal relationship between the two concepts. 
Under the skill-development model, academic achievement influences a person’s ASC 
but not vice versa (Helmke & van Aken, 1995; Skaalvik & Valås, 2001). With the self-
enhancement model, ASC is one of several factors influencing academic achievement 
(Marsh, 1990; Shavelson & Bolus, 1982). In the reciprocal-effects model, prior ASC 
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influences subsequent academic achievement and vice versa (Guay, Marsh, & Boivin, 
2003; Hoge, Smit, & Crist, 1995; Marsh & Yeung, 1997). Finally, some research found 
no relationship between the two concepts although support for this position is weak 
(Huang, 2011). For young children there is evidence that academic achievement is 
affected by children’s self-concept and vice versa (Huang, 2011). ASC in primary 
school (Grades 3, 4, and 5) predicts how well students do and how long they stay in 
school (Guay, Larose, & Boivin, 2004). In Liu, Wang, and Parkins’  (2005) examination 
of academic streaming in secondary schools in Singapore, ASC was influenced in a 
complex way. Low-ability streamed students initially had a more negative self-concept, 
which declined further after three years. High-ability students started out with a more 
positive self-concept than their counterparts, but their self-concept declined more over 
the three years of the study. Finally, several researchers have concluded that ASC is the 
most significant predictor of academic achievement and more powerful than interest or 
self-esteem (Marsh & Martin, 2011; Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Köller, & Baumert, 
2005).  
  ASC has also been investigated in higher education contexts. Reynolds 
(Reynolds, 1988; Reynolds, Ramirez, Magriña, & Allen, 1980) developed an academic 
self-concept scale (ASCS) for this context, which has been used subsequently to 
examine the relationship between students’ ASC and academic success. Similar to the 
studies conducted in the school contexts, research in first language (L1) higher 
education settings found ASC to be a significant predictor of academic success 
measured as both term grades and overall GPA (Boulter, 2002; Choi, 2005; Cokley, 
2000; Cokley, Komarraju, King, Cunningham, & Muhammad, 2003; Cokley & Patel, 
2007).  
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 In brief, based on research in schools as well as higher education contexts we 
can conclude that ASC has a strong relationship to academic success as evidenced by 
students’ course grades, term performance, or GPA. Most of the higher education 
research has examined L1 educational contexts. It is less clear, however, whether 
second language (L2) students’ ASC has a similar influence on their academic 
performance and how both ASC and language proficiency relate to academic 
performance. In addition, instructors in academic disciplines, who interact with students 
and evaluate their achievement of course objectives, may have valuable insight into 
what course-specific language and other factors are associated with success. Research 
into instructor perceptions about students’ academic success in computer science and 
mathematics reveals that certain attitudes and behaviours are seen as associated with 
higher student achievement (Kinnunen, McCartney, Murphy, & Thomas, 2007; Zientek, 
Schneider, & Onwuegbuzie, 2014) although these studies do not focus on international 
students. The research findings on the relationship between language proficiency and 
academic success point towards other, non-language-related characteristics related to 
the course and specific discipline (e.g., Bridgeman et al., 2015; Light et al., 1987; Wait 
& Gressel, 2009), on which instructors could shed light. The current study will bring 
two strands of previous research on EPTs and ASC together and add the perspective of 
a key stakeholder group, content instructors, to better understand what contributes to the 
academic success of international students. 
Purpose of the study 
In order to examine the relationship between proficiency scores and student 
achievement in higher education settings, the current study investigates the potentially 
mediating role of students’ ASC and other student characteristics related to success in 
specific courses. The study was designed to investigate what factors influence the 
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academic success of international students at English-medium universities during the 
first year of their studies in academic degree programs. In particular, it investigated the 
following research questions: 
(1) How do EPT scores and ASC relate to international students’ performance during 
their first year of study at an English-medium university? 
(2) What student characteristics do instructors of core business program courses 
associate with academic success? 
Methods 
Research context 
The study was conducted at an English-medium university in the French-speaking 
province of Quebec in Canada. At this institution, international students are admitted 
with or without ESL course requirements, depending on their EPT scores (see Table 1). 
If students have to take ESL courses, they take from six to fifteen credits: one or two 
six-credit academic reading and writing courses and/or one three-credit oral 
communication course. Because of Quebec language laws, local francophone or 
allophone (L1 is neither French nor English) students are not required to provide EPT 
scores if they have a Diploma of College Studies (2-year pre-university college 
program) from a Quebec college. For that reason, our definition of international 
students is based on whether proof of language proficiency had to be provided at 
admission rather than on visa status. In other words, international students are those 
who were required to take ESL based on the EPT score at admission (see Table 1) or 
completed the university’s intensive English program; this group may include 
permanent residents or Canadian citizens whose L1 is not English. Non-international 
students are those who did not have to provide EPT scores and might include 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  10 
francophone or allophone students. These students have generally been in Quebec for 
some time. 
[Insert Table 1] 
Participants 
Since there is evidence for a discipline-effect on the relationship between English 
proficiency and academic performance (e.g., Bridgeman et al., 2015), this study focused 
on students from only one faculty. In this research context, the highest percentage of 
international students in ESL courses study in the business school. Therefore, students 
in their first year at the business school and instructors of core business program courses 
were recruited as participants. One hundred and ten students (62 women and 48 men) 
between the ages of 17 and 45 (M = 20.6; SD = 4.6) participated in this study. The 
majority of the students (93/110 or 85%) were considered international from varied L1 
backgrounds, with Chinese (44%), Arabic (17%), and French (15%) as the most 
common languages, and 17 were considered non-international. Most of the 
international students (62/93 or 67%) had provided IELTS scores for admission to the 
university. The other 28% provided other test scores or completed the university’s 
intensive English program. In addition, seven instructors of two first-year required 
business courses participated in the study: four instructors of Contemporary Business 
Thinking (CBT Course) and three instructors of Business Communication (BC Course). 
Procedure 
The student participants were recruited from the ESL program and the CBT and BC 
courses. After obtaining informed consent, students completed a background 
information questionnaire to obtain biographical data and the ASCS (Reynolds et al., 
1980). The ASCS contains 40 items linked to constructs such as peer evaluation, self-
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doubt of academic ability, and effort related to grades (Reynolds, 1988). In addition, 
permission was obtained to access students’ EPT scores, course grades, and GPAs at the 
end of their first academic year using the university’s database. The seven instructors 
were interviewed using a semi-structured interview protocol focusing on factors 
influencing student success in the course and the challenges faced by international 
students. 
The student data were analysed using inferential statistical procedures to 
examine the relationship between students’ English proficiency, their ASC, and their 
academic performance. In particular, correlation coefficients were obtained, and 
multiple linear regressions and ANOVAs were conducted. Because of differences 
between the two business courses, the instructor interviews were analysed by course 
using a content analysis procedure, which involved dividing transcripts into segments 
according to topic areas covered in the interview and identifying recurring themes 
across various participants. 
Results 
English language proficiency, academic self-concept, and academic 
performance 
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for students’ GPAs as well as ASCS and IELTS 
scores. The results of the statistical analysis reveal statistically significant moderate 
correlations between students’ English proficiency scores and their GPA (r = .257, p < 
.05) and students’ score on the ASCS and their GPA (r = .285, p < .05), but not between 
the IELTS and the ASCS scores. Neither the ASCS score nor the GPA was correlated to 
any of the IELTS subscores. The multiple linear regression, with the GPA as the 
outcome variable and the IELTS and ASCS scores as predictor variables, was 
statistically significant: R2 = .159, adjusted R2 = .130, F(2,59) = 5.556, p = .006, with 
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the following Standardized Beta coefficients: IELTS (.279; p = .023) and ASCS (.305; p 
= .013). Since the IELTS subscores were highly correlated to the overall IELTS score, 
they were not included in the regression model. 
[Insert Table 2] 
 An ANOVA was conducted to examine if international student status had an 
impact on students’ final course grade in the CBT and BC Courses. Table 3 shows the 
descriptive statistics. For the BC Course, the ANOVA revealed that international 
student status had a statistically significant impact on students’ final grade, with 
international students obtaining lower grades: F(1,52) = 7.294, p = .009. For the CBT, 
the difference between international and non-international students was not statistically 
significant: F(1,42) = .801, p = .376. International students’ GPAs after the first year of 
study were not statistically significantly different from their non-international 
counterparts: F(1,108) = 3.410, p = .068. 
[Insert Table 3] 
 To examine the relationship between English proficiency and final grades of 
students who had already completed the BC (N = 32) and CBT (N = 22) courses at the 
end of the first year, we examined the correlation between students’ overall IELTS 
scores and the subscores on the writing, speaking, reading, and listening sections of the 
test. For the BC Course, the overall test score and the speaking, reading, and listening 
subscores showed moderate statistically significant correlations to the students’ final 
course grades (see Table 4). For the CBT Course, only the reading subscore was 
statistically significantly correlated to the students’ final grade in the course (see Table 
4).  
[Insert Table 4] 
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Interview Data Results: Student characteristics 
In order to examine the student characteristics associated with success in core business 
program courses, instructors were asked during the interview about the characteristics 
of successful and unsuccessful students and the challenges for international students. 
Because the two required business courses are different in nature, results are reported by 
course. 
According to the four CBT instructors, the course places a high demand on 
students’ English language skills, especially in terms of reading skills and vocabulary 
knowledge because students have to read academic texts that explain contemporary 
business theories, understand these theories, and then apply them to new situations and 
contexts. According to the instructors, these application tasks are impossible to do if 
students do not have a thorough understanding of the theories as explained in the 
readings. In addition, students need the necessary vocabulary to understand the written 
texts and then explain how the theories apply to novel contexts. Furthermore, the ability 
to analyze and synthesize is extremely important in order to do well. The following 
quote from a CBT instructor illustrate this: 
the students that…excel…in [CBT] are those that are able to understand the theory [and can]…apply it to 
a problem. So, it’s not…, simply just to regurgitate the information and to memorize it, but it’s really to 
be able to properly make the link between what the theory’s saying and what a present-day article is, like 
a business article (Teacher J) 
The CBT instructors do not provide feedback on students’ language unless it interferes 
with instructors’ ability to comprehend the students’ texts. Even when instructors decide 
to provide feedback, they only add general comments such as “unclear” or “lacks 
coherence”. Teacher N stated: 
I realize that the ones [who are ESL] what they’ll do is, they’ll just overcompensate by putting a lot of 
theory and a lot of quotes and a lot of concepts [into written projects], but there’s no links between them. 
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… [In contrast, with a good paper] I sit down and …read it one time and there’s no stopping… it’s 
coherent. I understand what you’re trying to say…and the links are seamlessly done… Those that aren’t 
able to properly express themselves—will get a lot of feedback like ‘that does not make sense’, ‘you 
cannot say that in English, ‘incoherent’… 
In addition to language skills, the CBT instructors also point to other important 
characteristics that help students to succeed in this course. Although or because CBT is 
a required course for all business school programs, intrinsic motivation is seen as 
necessary or helpful by the instructors interviewed for this study. Teacher J states that 
“[students] have to be engaged,” and Teacher F explains this further:  
[Some students] see business school as a means to an end. So they want a big job, you know, in the 
corporate world…. They’re not overly interested. … You know, for instance, because the [CBT course] is 
a critical thinking class where we are applying theories to concepts, to practice, and to concrete situations. 
And, you know, they don’t see the value of that because oftentimes, you know, the questions that I’ll get 
in class, especially in business school, is ‘How is that going to make me money?’ … So, those that see it 
as a means to an end think, they, they, you know, those are the people that struggle. 
In other words, instructors see language skills as only part of the requirement for doing 
well in this course because motivation to learn, which is considered equally or more 
important, is not influenced by students’ language ability. The following quote from 
Teacher A illustrates this:  
Their language [ability] has very little do to with motivation to learn, and readiness and preparedness. … 
It’s just about once they get in there how far you want to pursue and interact with the teacher and interact 
with the course and learn that way in an interactive learning environment rather than a one-way learning 
environment. 
The BC instructors also mention language ability as a factor that influences 
student success. However, they also point to other reasons. Similar to the CBT 
instructors, the BC instructors see intrinsic motivation as important. Teacher M 
explained this during the interview:  
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It is the student that doesn’t allow distractions in the day interfere with their focus and their commitment 
to succeed in the course…they are very much involved, in not only their own, but if you ask them to do 
something in the class, they will do it… because they are excited about whatever they are engaged in… 
they have the strength, the willingness, the desire, the tremendous motivation to do well, while other kids 
just seem to want to come here and get the work done fast and then leave, it is a secondary issue in their 
life. 
At the same time, both lack of confidence and overconfidence in a student’s own skills 
influence how well students do in class. Teacher R explained this relationship: 
If you don’t care about the course for whatever reasons, either you think it is so difficult that you can’t 
succeed or your handicap is too much to overcome or you think it is too easy and therefore not 
worthwhile to, you know, stretch you out enough, again, you can fail. 
Finally, the BC instructors also commented on students’ ability to interpret instructions 
for assignments and how well they follow these instructions when producing their own 
work. This quote from Teacher A illustrates this point:  
[The successful students] were able to define the purpose of the specific assignment, they were able to 
define the audience of this specific assignment and they were able to put what I called a story line. 
In addition, how students interact and engage with the feedback on these assignments 
also has a great influence on their success. According to Teacher R, the students’ 
overall attitude to the course is extremely important:  
If they have the right attitude towards the course, this is a core course, it is there, designed to improve my 
skills, my communication skills, orally, writing, working with teams, presenting et cetera. If they take that 
proper attitude, they can succeed whether or not they have English as a first, second or third language.  If 
they don’t have that attitude, it is a problem. [In contrast,] …if you think you are perfect and you are not 
ready, willing or able to take any criticism, constructive or not, it is a problem for you as a student. 
In brief, for these instructors, both language and non-language related factors are at play 
in determining students’ ability to succeed in these required foundational business 
program courses. Although language skills are important, other student characteristics 
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that relate to attitude towards studying and engaging in university life in general are 
seen as more or at least equally as important as students’ ability to read and 
communicate in English.  
Discussion and Conclusion 
The first research question asked how English proficiency and ASC relate to 
international students’ performance during their first year of study at an English-
medium university. The results from this study indicate that there is a statistically 
significant correlation between students’ GPA and their IELTS and ASCS scores and 
that these scores predict about 12% of the variance in students’ GPA at the end of the 
first academic year. In terms of the two required first year business courses, 
international students obtained statistically significantly lower grades in the BC course, 
but not in the CBT course. Overall, international students’ GPA was not statistically 
significantly different from that of non-international students at the end of their first 
year of study.  
The second research question asked what student characteristics instructors of 
core business program courses associate with academic success. As was to be expected, 
English language ability, in particular the ability to read and write, was seen as 
important. The correlations between the IELTS subscores and course grades partially 
confirm instructors’ intuition: The IELTS reading subscore was moderately correlated 
to the CBT final course grade. For the BC course, the reading, listening, and speaking 
(but not writing) subscores were moderately correlated to the final course grade. 
However, other factors that the quantitative analysis was not able to identify also play 
an important role. As Kinnunen et al. (2007) and Zientek et al. (2014) found, instructors 
point to students’ attitude toward and involvement in courses as key. They referred 
especially to how students approached these required courses: as important parts of their 
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education or simply a requirement to check off. Similarly, students’ analytical skills 
above and beyond their English language skills are seen as critical to success in these 
courses. In particular academic abilities, such as analyzing, synthesizing, and applying 
information, determine also how well students do in the course.  
In brief, both the quantitative data and the interview data point to the fact that 
language is an important basis for success, but other factors are also important. This is 
in line with predictive validity research on the TOEFL and IELTS, which has found  
only weak to moderate correlations between students’ EPT scores and their GPAs 
(Bridgeman et al., 2015; Cho & Bridgeman, 2012; Cotton & Conrow, 1998; Hill et al., 
1999; Kerstjens & Nery, 2000; Light et al., 1987; Wait & Gressel, 2009; Woodrow, 
2006). The results of the current study point to one explanation why (as previous 
research also found) language proficiency alone is not a good predictor of future 
academic performance. The students’ ASC also has an impact on how students perform 
during their first year, as both the quantitative results and the findings from the 
instructor interviews indicate. This has been found in first language educational 
contexts in primary (Guay et al., 2004; Huang, 2011), secondary (Corbière, Fraccaroli, 
Mbekou, & Perron, 2006; Marsh et al., 2005), and higher education L1 settings (Cokley, 
2000; Cokley et al., 2003; Cokley & Patel, 2007; Reynolds, 1988). The current study is 
the first to confirm this relationship for L2 university students. Some course-specific 
student characteristics, which had not previously been examined in detail, also came to 
light through the qualitative data in the current study. For the CBT course, the ability to 
analyze and synthesize information in course materials was identified as significant by 
the instructors. For the BC course, on the other hand, the facility to accept criticism and 
feedback as well as students’ ability to understand, address, and follow instructions for 
written assignment were seen as important by the instructors. Instructors in other 
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disciplines also see a positive relationship between certain student attitudes and 
behaviours and academic achievement (Kinnunen et al., 2007; Zientek et al., 2014)  
The findings have important implications for the admissions process of 
international students. English proficiency alone is not sufficient to determine the likely 
success of these students. As Banerjee (2003) found in her study, admission counsellors 
also look at the applicants’ previous academic record, information provided by referees 
and the language ability evident in the applicants’ statement of purpose. This helps them 
determine applicants’ academic ability and background in the program for which they 
have chosen to apply to assess the likelihood that students would do well in that 
program. In brief, these counsellors look for evidence beyond proficiency scores. This 
approach is appropriate based on the findings of the study. Language ability is certainly 
important, but other factors such as ASC, academic abilities (e.g., analyzing and 
synthesizing information), and general attitudes towards academic study are also very 
important. 
This study has important implications for institutional support of international 
students. As the findings from the interviews indicate, instructors recommend and 
encourage international students to take advantage of the writing support that is offered 
by the institution where the study took place. The instructors do not focus on providing 
particular language related feedback, and in fact, only indicate to students when 
language support is needed. This finding is similar to what has been found elsewhere 
(Knoch, Rouhshad, Oon, & Storch, 2015). At the same time, however, the quantitative 
results indicate that certain course grades are dependent on students’ language ability, 
and writing was highlighted as an important skill for success by the instructors. It is, 
therefore, important that institutions offer and encourage international students to take 
advantage of English language and academic writing support in particular.  
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We need to acknowledge one limitation of this study. Based on the course titles, 
course descriptions, and the instructor interviews, both required business courses are 
language-focused with emphasis on reading and writing about course content. Students 
in business degree programs also have to take required mathematics courses. At the end 
of the first year, however, only a small number of students in this study had taken these 
mathematics courses. We plan to follow these students throughout their academic 
degrees at this university to see whether the relationship between English language 
proficiency as evidenced by test scores and GPA changes as students progress in their 
programs and take more mathematics and less language-focused courses.  
 
Acknowledgements: The research was funded through grants by the Canada Research Chairs 
program (grant numbers 950-221304 and 950-231218) awarded to the third author and by 
George Kanaan (Associate Dean, John Molson School of Business, Concordia University). We 
would like to thank our research assistants Helene Bramwell, Bonnie Crawford, Caroline Dault, 
Alexandre Kakon, Libing Lu, Nora Sargent, and William Zullo.  
  
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  20 
References 
Arrigoni, E., & Clark, V. (2010). Investigating the appropriateness of IELTS cut-off 
scores for admissions and placement decisions at an English medium university 
in Egypt. (3). Retrieved from  
Banerjee, J. V. (2003). Interpreting and using proficiency test scores. (Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation), Lancaster University, Lancaster, United Kingdom. 
Retrieved from http://ethos.bl.uk/OrderDetails.do?uin=uk.bl.ethos.418456  
Benzie, H. J. (2010). Graduating as a ‘native speaker’: International students and 
English language proficiency in higher education. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 29(4), 447-459. doi:10.1080/07294361003598824 
Berman, R., & Cheng, L. (2001). English academic language skills: Perceived 
difficulties by undergraduate and graduate students, and their academic 
achievement. Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 4(1-2), 25-40.  
Boulter, L. T. (2002). Self-concept as a predictor of college freshman academic 
adjustment. College Student Journal, 36(2), 234.  
Bridgeman, B., Cho, Y., & DiPietro, S. (2015). Predicting grades from an English 
language assessment: The importance of peeling the onion. Language Testing, 
33(3), 307-318. doi:10.1177/0265532215583066 
Cho, Y., & Bridgeman, B. (2012). Relationship of TOEFL iBT® scores to academic 
performance: Some evidence from American universities. Language Testing, 
29(3), 421-442. doi:10.1177/0265532211430368 
Choi, N. (2005). Self-efficacy and self-concept as predictors of college students' 
academic performance. Psychology in the Schools, 42(2), 197-205. 
doi:10.1002/pits.20048 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  21 
Cokley, K. (2000). An investigation of academic self-concept and its relationship to 
academic achievement in African American college students. Journal of Black 
Psychology, 26(2), 148-164. doi:10.1177/0095798400026002002 
Cokley, K., Komarraju, M., King, A., Cunningham, D., & Muhammad, G. (2003). 
Ethnic differences in the measurement of academic self-concept in a sample of 
African American and European American college students. Educational and 
Psychological Measurement, 63(4), 707-722. doi:10.1177/0013164402251055 
Cokley, K., & Patel, N. (2007). A psychometric investigation of the academic self-
concept of Asian American college students. Educational and Psychological 
Measurement, 67(1), 88-99. doi:10.1177/0013164406288175 
Corbière, M., Fraccaroli, F., Mbekou, V., & Perron, J. (2006). Academic self-concept 
and academic interest measurement: A multi-sample European study. European 
Journal of Psychology of Education, 21(1), 3-15. doi:10.1007/bf03173566 
Cotton, F., & Conrow, F. (1998). An investigation of the predictive validity of IELTS 
amongs a sample of international students studying at the University of 
Tasmania In S. Wood (Ed.), IELTS Research Reports (Vol. 1, pp. 75-115). 
Canberra: IELTS Australia. 
Devos, A. (2003). Academic standards, internationalisation, and the discursive 
construction of "The International Student". Higher Education Research & 
Development, 22(2), 155-166. doi:10.1080/07294360304107 
Dooey, P., & Oliver, R. (2002). An investigation into the predictive validity of the 
IELTS Test as an indicator of future academic success. Prospect, 17(1), 36-54.  
Eddey, P., & Baumann, C. (2009). Graduate business education: Profiling successful 
students and its relevance for marketing and recruitment policy. Journal of 
Education for Business, 84(3), 160-168. doi:10.3200/joeb.84.3.160-168 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  22 
Feast, V. (2002). The impact of IELTS scores on performance at university. 
International Education Journal, 3(4), 70-85.  
Fischer, K. (2012). Fess up: Foreign students are cash cows. The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. Retrieved from http://www.chronicle.com/article/What-If-Colleges-
Acknowledged/135080 
Friesen, N., & Keeney, P. (2013). Internationalizing the Canadian campus. University 
Affairs/Affaires universitaires. Retrieved from 
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/opinion/in-my-opinion/internationalizing-the-
canadian-campus/ 
Ghenghesh, P. (2014). The relationship between English proficiency and academic 
performance of university students - Should academic institutions really be 
concerned? International Journal of Applied Linguistics & English Literature, 
4(2), 91-97.  
Guay, F., Larose, S., & Boivin, M. (2004). Academic self-concept and educational 
attainment level: A ten-year longitudinal study. Self and Identity, 3(1), 53-68. 
doi:10.1080/13576500342000040 
Guay, F., Marsh, H. W., & Boivin, M. (2003). Academic self-concept and academic 
achievement: Developmental perspectives on their causal ordering. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 95(1), 124-136. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.95.1.124 
Helmke, A., & van Aken, M. A. G. (1995). The causal ordering of academic 
achievement and self-concept of ability during elementary school: A 
longitudinal study. Journal of Educational Psychology, 87, 624-637. 
doi:10.1037/0022-0663.87.4.624 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  23 
Hill, K., Storch, N., & Lynch, B. (1999). A Comparison of IELTS and TOEFL as 
predictors of academic success. In R. Tulloh (Ed.), IELTS Research Reports 
(Vol. 2, pp. 62-73). Canberra: IELTS Australia. 
Hobbis, S. (2013). An (ESL) student's perspective on internationalizing the Canadian 
campus. University Affairs/Affaires universitaires. Retrieved from 
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/opinion/in-my-opinion/an-esl-students-
perspective-on-internationalizing-the-canadian-campus/ 
Hoge, D. R., Smit, E. K., & Crist, J. T. (1995). Reciprocal effects of self-concept and 
academic achievement in sixth and seventh grade. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 24(3), 295-314. doi:10.1007/bf01537598 
Huang, C. (2011). Self-concept and academic achievement: A meta-analysis of 
longitudinal relations. Journal of School Psychology, 49(5), 505-528. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.07.001 
John, T. (2016). International students in U.S. colleges and universities top 1 million. 
Time. Retrieved from http://time.com/4569564/international-us-students/ 
Kerstjens, M., & Nery, C. (2000). Predictive validity in the IELTS test: A study of the 
relationship between IELTS scores and students' subsequent academic 
performance. In IELTS Research Reports (Vol. 3). Canberra: IELTS Australia. 
Kinnunen, P., McCartney, R., Murphy, L., & Thomas, L. (2007, September 15-16). 
Through the eyes of instructors: A phenomenographic investigation of student 
success. Paper presented at the Third international workshop on Computing 
education research, Atlanta, Georgia, USA. New York: ACM 
Knoch, U., Rouhshad, A., Oon, S. P., & Storch, N. (2015). What happens to ESL 
students’ writing after three years of study at an English medium university? 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  24 
Journal of Second Language Writing, 28, 39-52. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2015.02.005 
Lee, Y.-J., & Greene, J. (2007). The predictive validity of an ESL placement test: A 
mixed methods approach. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(4), 366-389. 
doi:10.1177/1558689807306148 
Light, R. L., Xu, M., & Mossop, J. (1987). English proficiency and academic 
performance of international Students. TESOL Quarterly, 21(2), 251-261. 
doi:10.2307/3586734 
Liu, W. C., Wang, C. K. J., & Parkins, E. J. (2005). A longitudinal study of students' 
academic self-concept in a streamed setting: The Singapore context. British 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 75(4), 567-586. 
doi:10.1348/000709905x42239 
Marmolejo, F. (2010). Internationalization of higher education: the good, the bad, and 
the unexpected. The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved from 
http://www.chronicle.com/blogs/worldwise/internationalization-of-higher-
education-the-good-the-bad-and-the-unexpected/27512 
Marsh, H. W. (1990). Causal ordering of academic self-concept and academic 
achievement: A multiwave, longitudinal panel analysis. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 82(4), 646-656. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.82.4.646 
Marsh, H. W., & Martin, A. J. (2011). Academic self-concept and academic 
achievement: Relations and causal ordering. British Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 81(1), 59-77. doi:10.1348/000709910x503501 
Marsh, H. W., Trautwein, U., Lüdtke, O., Köller, O., & Baumert, J. (2005). Academic 
self-concept, interest, grades, and standardized test scores: Reciprocal effects 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  25 
models of causal ordering. Child Development, 76(2), 397-416. 
doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00853.x 
Marsh, H. W., & Yeung, A. S. (1997). Causal effects of academic self-concept on 
academic achievement: Structural equation models of longitudinal data. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 89(1), 41-54. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.89.1.41 
Müller, A. (2015). The differences in error rate and type between IELTS writing bands 
and their impact on academic workload. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 34(6), 1207-1219. doi:10.1080/07294360.2015.1024627 
Oliver, R., Vanderford, S., & Grote, E. (2012). Evidence of English language 
proficiency and academic achievement of non-English-speaking background 
students. Higher Education Research & Development, 31(4), 541-555. 
doi:10.1080/07294360.2011.653958 
Reynolds, W. M. (1988). Measurement of academic self-concept in college students. 
Journal of Personality Assessment, 52(2), 223-240. 
doi:10.1207/s15327752jpa5202_4 
Reynolds, W. M., Ramirez, M. P., Magriña, A., & Allen, J. E. (1980). Initial 
development and validation of the academic self-concept scale. Educational and 
Psychological Measurement, 40(4), 1013-1016. 
doi:10.1177/001316448004000428 
Shavelson, R. J., & Bolus, R. (1982). Self concept: The interplay of theory and 
methods. Journal of Educational Psychology, 74(1), 3-17. doi:10.1037/0022-
0663.74.1.3 
Skaalvik, E. M., & Valås, H. (2001). Achievement and self-concept in mathematics and 
verbal arts: A study of relations. In R. J. Riding & S. G. Rayner (Eds.), 
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  26 
International perspectives on individual differences, Vol. 2 (pp. 221-238). 
Westport, CT: Ablex. 
Universities Canada. (2014). Quick facts: Internationalization at Canadian universities. 
Retrieved from https://www.univcan.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/quick-
facts-internationalization-survey-2014.pdf 
Universities Canada. (2017). Quick facts: Back to school 2017. Retrieved from 
https://www.univcan.ca/media-room/publications/quick-facts-back-school-2017/ 
Universities UK. (2014). International students in UK higher education: the UK and its 
competition. Retrieved from http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-
analysis/reports/Pages/international-students-uk-he-its-competition.aspx 
Van Nelson, C., Nelson, J. S., & Malone, B. G. (2004). Predicting success of 
international graduate students in an American university. College and 
University, 80(1), 19–27.  
Wait, I. W., & Gressel, J. W. (2009). Relationship between TOEFL score and academic 
success for international engineering students. Journal of Engineering 
Education, 98(4), 389-398. doi:10.1002/j.2168-9830.2009.tb01035.x 
Woodrow, L. (2006). Academic success of international postgraduate education 
students and the role of English proficiency. University of Sydney Papers in 
TESOL, 1, 51-70.  
Yen, D. A., & Kuzma, J. (2009). Higher IELTS score, higher academic performance? 
The validity of IELTS in predicting the academic performance of Chinese 
students. Worcester Journal of Learning and Teaching, 3, 1-7.  
Zientek, L., Schneider, C. L., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2014). Instructors' perceptions 
about student academic success and placement in developmental mathematics 
courses. The Community College Enterprise, 20(1), 67-84.  
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  27 
 
  
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  28 
Table 1. English Proficiency Admissions Requirements 
Test Admission without ESL Admission with ESL 
TOEFL iBT 90 75-89 with combined speaking and writing 
score of 34 or higher 
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Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviation for GPA and ASCS Scores for Students with 
IELTS Scores 
 N M SD 
GPA 62 2.81 0.64 
ACSC Score 62 108.41 11.7 
IELTS Score 62 6.15 0.49 
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Table 3. Final grade for BC and CBT Courses and GPA by student status 
 BC Course  CBT Course  GPA 
 
N M SD  N M SD  N M SD 
International 38 2.21 0.71  27 2.76 0.76  93 2.75 0.72 
Non-
international 
16 2.76 0.6  17 3.0 0.95  17 3.1 0.73 
 
  
BEYOND PROFICIENCY SCORES  31 












BC Course (N = 32) .500** .320 .388* .540** .394** 
CBT Course (N = 22) .215 .623 -.029 .452* .306 
* p < .05; ** p < .01 
 
